Multipotent stem cells in the biliary tree.
The biliary tree system consists of two divisions: intrahepatic bile ducts and extrahepatic bile ducts. The development of the biliary tree, and secondarily the liver, shares a common origin with ventral pancreas. A common progenitor for liver, biliary duct system, and ventral pancreas exists at early stages of development, when the anterior definitive endoderm is forming the foregut. Several studies indicate that the biliary tree contains stem cell compartments for liver, pancreas and the bile duct system and persisting into adulthood. These stem cell compartments are present in the peribiliary glands and possibly give rise to committed progenitors in gallbladder that does not have peribiliary glands. The biliary tree stem/progenitors represent a new source of cells that can be used as tools for regenerative medicine of liver, bile duct and pancreas.